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positive role in alleviating child poverty, stable marriage has a far stronger 
effect than does maternal schooling. Maternal education without marriage is 
generally ineffective in reducing child poverty. Children raised by never- 
married mothers are nine times more likely to live in poverty than are 
children born and raised by two parents in an intact marriage. Marriage has a 
significant effect on reducing child poverty, even if the marriage does not 
last throughout the child's entire childhood. Being raised in a married two- 
parent family for just half of one's childhood reduces poverty as much as 
adding 4 years to a mother's education. The paper concludes that the most 
effective public policy to reduce child poverty would encourage young women 
both to complete high school and enter into a healthy marriage before they 
have children. (Contains 27 footnotes.) (SM) 
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The Effects of Marriage and Maternal 
Education in Reducing Child Poverty 

Robert Rector and Kirk A. Johnson, Ph.D. 



One of the four principal goals of the wel- 
fare reform of 1996 was to increase married 
two-parent families. The current welfare 
reform proposals advanced by President 
George W Bush and recently enacted by the 
Hriuse of Representatives (H.R. 4737) include 
specific policies aimed at encouraging healthy 
marriages. 1 Supporters of this approach con- 
tend that an increase in healthy marriages will 
improve child well-being and reduce child 
poverty. Opponents argue that there is little or 
no link between increasing marriage and 
reducing poverty They argue that the govern- 
ment should ignore the issue of marriage and 
should focus instead on increasing maternal 
education as the primary means of combating 
child poverty 

Given this policy context, this Heritage 
Foundation Center for Data Analysis Report 
examines two questions: Is marriage effective 
in reducing child poverty? What is the com- 
parative effect of marriage and maternal educa- 
tion in combating child poverty? Using data 
from the National Longitudinal Survey of 
Youth (NLSY), the CDA analysis produced the 
following findings: 

• Marriage plays a powerful role in lifting 
children out of poverty 

• While both marriage and maternal educa- 
tion play a positive role in alleviating child 
poverty in general, stable marriage has a 



far stronger effect than does maternal 
schooling. 

Maternal education without marriage is gen- 
erally ineffective in reducing child poverty. The 
poverty levels of children raised by never-mar- 
ried mothers remain high even if the mother 
has a high-school or college degree. 

Specifically, the analysis reveals the follow- 
ing facts: 

• On average, a child raised by a never-mar- 
ried mother is nine times more likely to 
live in poverty than a child born and raised 
by two parents in an intact marriage. 

• Overall, nearly 80 percent of long-term 
child poverty occurs to children raised in 
some type of broken family or by a parent 
who never married. 

• Raising a child in an intact marriage is 
roughly two and a half times more effective 
than adding four years to a mother’s educa- 
tion in reducing child poverty. 

• On average, a child raised by a never- mar- 
ried mother with a four-year college degree 
is three and a half times more likely to be 
poor than is a child born and raised in an 
intact married family by a mother who has 
only a high-school education. 

• Children raised in intact married families 
whose mothers are high-school dropouts 
spend about the same amount of time in 



1 . See Robert Rector, “Using Welfare Reform to Strengthen Marriage,” American Experiment Quarterly, Summer 2001 . 
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poverty as children raised by never-married 
mothers who have a four-year college degree. 

Marriage has a significant effect in reducing 
child poverty, even if the marriage does not last 
throughout a boy’s or girl’s entire childhood. 
Being raised in a married two-parent family for 
just half of one’s childhood reduces poverty as 
much as adding four years to a mothers educa- 
tion does. 

This CD A Report will first illustrate the major 
arguments of the “education versus marriage” 
debate and will then present an analysis of child 
poverty using NLSY data. From these data, some 
inferences can be made regarding the relative 
effectiveness of marriage and educational attain- 
ment in alleviating child poverty 

POLICY BACKGROUND 

Two of the four main goals of the welfare reform 
of 1996 were to increase the number of married 
two-parent families and reduce out-of-wedlock 
childbearing. Despite widespread political consen- 
sus on these two objectives, states have largely 
neglected both goals as they implemented welfare 
reform over the past six years. 

To redress this neglect, President Bush has advo- 
cated setting aside a small portion of future Tem- 
porary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF) 
funds for pilot projects with the specific goal of 
increasing healthy marriages. The President has 
recommended that $300 million per year in future 
TANF funds be dedicated to such marriage pro- 
grams. (This sum constitutes approximately one 
penny out of every $6.50 in means-tested aid to 
families with children.) The welfare reform legisla- 
tion passed by the House earlier this year (H.R. 
4737) incorporated the President’s marriage pro- 
posal. Supporters of this approach contend that an 
increase in healthy marriages will improve child 
well-being and reduce child poverty 



By contrast, others argue that there is no linkage 
between marriage and child poverty and denounce 
all efforts to strengthen the institution of marriage. 
Kate Kahan, executive director of Working for 
Equality and Economic Liberation (WEEL), argues 
that “[young children] bom to married parents are 
just as likely to live in poverty as their non-marital 
counterparts” and that “other factors aside from 
marriage, such as living with other non-parent rel- 
atives and mothers’ education and employment 
status have larger impacts on child poverty.” 2 Fem- 
inist Stephanie Coontz argues that marriage pro- 
motion should not be “a significant component of 
anti-poverty policy.” 3 

The National Organization for Women (NOW) 
Legal Defense Fund derides any governmental 
effort to strengthen marriage, declaring that such 
efforts “waste taxpayer dollars.” 4 The National 
Council of Women’s Organizations asserts that 
“TANF programs should be focused on proven 
paths out of poverty not marriage proposals. . . . 
TANF should invest resources in strategies that 
have been proven to work specifically: education, 
training for good jobs, and work supports.” 5 Col- 
umnist Julianne Malveaux condemned the Presi- 
dents experimental marriage initiative, stating that 
“Arming poor women with education is a certain 
prescription for poverty prevention; marriage is, at 
best, a risky bet.” 6 

PRIOR RESEARCH ON MARRIAGE 
EDUCATION, AND POVERTY 

Social science data leave little question regard- 
ing the relationship between family status and 
child poverty. Married couples have more earning 
power for a number of reasons. The most obvious 
reason is that there are two potential workers to 
bring in earnings rather than one. Beyond that, 
married men earn between 20 percent and 40 per- 
cent more than their single counterparts, even 



2. Kate Kahan, “The Real Issue Is Family Well Being,” at www.weelempowers.orgAocal.html. Ms. Kahan testified against the 
President’s welfare reform proposal using similar logic before the Senate Finance Committee. 

3. Stephanie Coontz and Nancy Folbre, “Marriage, Poverty and Public Policy,” discussion paper prepared for the Fifth Annual 
Council on Contemporary Families Conference, April 26-28, 2002, p. 2. 

4. National Organization for Women (NOW) Legal Defense and Education Fund, “Marriage and Family Initiatives: Are they 
Effective?” (WWW Document), at http://www.nowldeJ.org/html/issues/wel/maniagejamily.html (accessed April 13, 2002). 

5. National Council of Women’s Organizations, Domestic Priorities Task Force, “Recommendations for TANF Reform,” at 
mvw. womensorganizations.org/issues/weljare/indcx.htm . 

6. Julianne Malveaux, “More Jobs, Not More Marriages, Lift Poor,” USA Today , February 22, 2002. 
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after education and other background characteris- 
tics are taken into account. 7 

Urban. Institute economist Robert Lerman pos- 
tulates that the financial responsibilities of mar- 
riage.induce men to greater diligence; and industry 
in the labor force, thereby raising their earnings 
relative to non-married men. Linda Waite and 
Maggie Gallagher argue that a wife increases her 
husband’s earnings potential. by helping with job- 
related' tasks and attending to her husband’s gen- 
eral health and well-being 8 Both of these marital 
benefits make the husband more productive at 
work, thereby increasing his family’s income over 
time. 

Education and Earnings 

The link between education and earnings is also 
well-documented. 9 It is clear that higher levels of 
educational attainment typically lead to higher 
lifetime income and, consequently, less family pov- 
erty. Data from the U.S. Department of Education 
show that individuals with a bachelor’s degree, by 
their mid- twenties, earn an average of $7,100 (33 
percent) more than persons with no post-second- 
ary education. 10 During the course of a. lifetime, 
individuals with some college but no degree will 
earn about 25 percent more than those with only a 
high-school degree; individuals with a bachelor’s 
degree will earn around 75 percent more than 
those with only a high-school degree. 11 

While obtaining a college degree is clearly 
linked to higher earnings, the evidence makes it 
improbable that higher education alone can serve 
as a widespread remedy to child poverty Only 
around one-fifth of adult Americans have four-year 



college degrees, and most single mothers in pov- 
erty tend to have well below average academic 
skill levels, making attainment of a college degree 
unlikely Moreover, as this CD A Report will demon- 
strate, in. the absence of marriage, even a college 
degree has far less effect in reducing poverty than 
might be expected. 

Finally, it is important to recognize that mar- 
riage plays a positive role in the educational attain- 
ment of future generations. Children living with 
single mothers are far less likely to be in school at 
age 17 than those who live in two-parent families, 
even after the education level of their mothers is 
considered. 12 Put another way, stable two-parent 
families are more likely to have their children 
complete their secondary schooling than single 
parents — even those who have college degrees 
themselves. 

METHODOLOGY 

In order to evaluate the effects of marriage and 
education on child poverty, the CDA used data 
from the National Longitudinal Survey of Youth. 
The NLSY is a nationally representative sample of 
young people who were between the ages of 14 
and 22 at the end of 1978. Data on this cohort of 
individuals have been collected continuously from 
1979 to 2000, providing detailed information on 
social and economic characteristics such as mar- 
riage, divorce, fertility, income, and poverty among 
Americans throughout the past three decades. 

In addition, the NLSY collected data on children 
bom to individuals in the original sample. These 
children represent a good cross-section of children 



7. Robert I. Lerman, Ph.D., “The Impact of the Changing U.S. Family Structure on Child Poverty and Income Inequality,” 
Economica (London), Vol. 63 (1995), pp. S119-S139. 

8. Linda J. Waite and Maggie Gallagher, The Case for Marriage: Why Married People Are Happier ; Healthier, and Better Off Finan- 
cially -(Hew York: Doubleday, 2000), pp. 97-109. 

9. See, for example, U.S. Bureau of the Census, “More Education Means Higher Career Earnings,” Statistical Brief No. SB/94- 
17, August 1994, at http://www.census.gov/apsd/statbrief/sb94_17.pdf (accessed May 14, 2002), and, fora more recent 
update, “The Big Payoff: Educational Attainment and Synthetic Estimates of Work-Life Earnings,” Current Population Report 
No. P23-210, July 2002, at http://www.census.gov/prod/2002pubs/p23-210.pdf (accessed July 24, 2002). 

10. U.S. Department of Education, “Coming to Age in the 1990s: The Eighth Grade Class of 1988 Twelve Years Later,” Office 
of Educational Research and Improvement Statistical Analysis Report, NCES 2002-321, p. 39, at http://nces.ed.gov/pubs2002/ 
2002321.pdf ( accessed May 14,2002). 

11. See note 9. 

12. Sara McLanahan, “Family Structure and the Reproduction of Poverty,” American Journal of Sociology, Vol. 90, No. 4 (1985), 
pp. 873-901. 
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born in the United 
States within the past 
three decades. 

Family income 
data in the NLSY 
allow us to deter- 
mine the number of 
years these children 
have lived in poverty 
Dividing the num- 
ber of years a child 
has lived in poverty 
by the number of 
years the child has 
been alive produces 
the “percentage of 
time in poverty” or 
the percentage of a 
child’s life that has 
been spent in pov- 
erty. The “percentage 
of time in poverty” is 
the key poverty mea- 
sure used through- 
out this paper. 

A second element of the analysis is separating 
the NLSY children by family structure. Using the 
birth, marriage, and divorce data in the NLSY, 
children were categorized into one of four groups: 

1 . In-wedlock/intact marriage — children born 
inside marriage whose parents have remained 
together and never divorced. 

2. In- wedlock/subsequent divorce — children 
born to married parents who subsequently 
divorced. 

3. Out-of-wedlock/subsequent marriage — chil- 
dren born outside marriage whose mothers 
have subsequently married. 

4. Out-of-wedlock/never married — children 
bom outside of marriage whose mothers have 
never married. 

Finally the NLSY provides data on the mothers’ 
educational backgrounds. Mothers were grouped 
into one of three basic categories of educational 
attainment: 13 



1. High -school dropout. 

2. High-school graduate. 

3. With college degree. 

RESULTS 

The results of the CDA analysis confirm the 
extremely strong effect of marriage in reducing 
child poverty As Chart 1 shows, children born 
and raised in intact married families spend, on 
average, about 6.3 percent of their lives in poverty. 
Children in “never-married” families spend, on 
average, 56.7 percent of their lives in poverty. Put 
another way children whose mothers never mar- 
ried are nine times more likely to be in poverty 
than those living in intact married families. 14 

Long-Term Child Poverty 

An examination of long-term child poverty rein- 
forces the importance of marriage. Children may 
be defined as experiencing long-term poverty if 
they have spent half their lives or more in poverty. 

On the basis of NLSY data, Chart 2 analyzes the 
relationship between family structure and long- 



13. Educational attainment is indicated for the time of the 2000 NLSY interview without regard to when the degree or diploma 
was earned. 
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Percent of All Long-Term Poor Children, by Family Status 



Bom out of Wedlock 
Mother Never Married 
32 % 



Bom out of Wedlock 
Subsequent Marriage 
23 % 



Bom in Wedlock 
Marriage Intact 
22 % 




Born in Wedlock 
Subsequent Divorce 
23 % 



Source: National Longitudinal Survey of Youth 



term child poverty. As the chart 
shows, nearly 80 percent of all long- 
term child poverty occurs among 
children raised in never-married or 
broken families. (This group includes 
children of never-married mothers, 
children born outside marriage whose 
mothers subsequently married, and 
children born inside marriage whose 
parents subsequently divorced.) 

By contrast, only 22 percent of 
long-term child poverty occurs 
among children born and raised in 
wedlock by both parents in an intact 
marriage. Long-term poverty is espe- 
cially prevalent among the children 
raised by never- married mothers. 15 
Although children in never-married 
families comprise only 6.7 percent of 
all children in the NLSY, they account 
for 31.9 percent of all the long-term 
poor children. 

Comparative Effects of Marriage 
and Maternal Education on Poverty 

While the effects of marriage in reducing child 
poverty appear enormous, it is true that, on aver- 
age, mothers who give birth inside marriage have 
considerably higher education levels than do 
mothers who bear children out of wedlock. There- 
fore, some of the anti-poverty effects in Chart 1 
may be due to the higher education level of mar- 
ried mothers rather than to marriage per se. 

The data in Table 1 are helpful in disentangling 
the overlapping effects of marriage and education. 
As the table makes clear, both maternal education 
and family structure have an obvious effect on 
child poverty. Not surprisingly, the lowest child 
poverty rates occur among children raised in intact 
married families by college-educated mothers: On 
average, these children are poor 2.2 percent of 
their lives. By contrast, the highest child poverty 



rates occur among children raised by never-mar- 
ried mothers who are high-school dropouts: These 
children, on average, are poor 76 percent of their 
lives. 

The data in Table 1 give no support to the con- 
tention that maternal education alone is important 
to reducing child poverty while marriage is unim- 
portant. Not only does marriage, regardless of a 
mothers education, have a potent effect in reduc- 
ing poverty, but the anti-poverty effects of mar- 
riage appear to be stronger than those of maternal 
education. 

This finding is highlighted in Chart 3. As the 
chart shows, children whose mothers are never- 
married high-school graduates, on average, are 
poor 58 percent of their lives. If the never-married 
mother obtains a college degree, the child’s pov- 
erty rate will fall to 28 percent. By contrast, the 
poverty rate of children raised in intact marriages 



14. Data from another longitudinal survey, the Panel Study of Income Dynamics, show a similar trend. Single-parent families 
with 16-year-olds in 1992 have a poverty rate that is five times higher than similar married families. Sara McLanahan and 
Gary Sandefur, Growing Up with a Single Parent: What Hurts , What Helps (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 
1994), pp. 79-83. The gap between single-parent and married families is somewhat larger if all families are assessed, 
rather than just those with 16-year-olds. Parents with teenagers are often at or near the top of their lifetime earnings capac- 
ity, which greatly affects the poverty rates for both groups. 

15. As a convention for discussing poor children, a “long-term poor” child is one who spends at least 50 percent of his or her 
life living in poverty. 
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Stable 1 CPA 02-05 

Marriage is More Effective than College in Decreasing the Chances of Child Poverty 

Born in Wedlock Born Out of Wedlock 

Marriage Intact Subsequent Divorce Subsequent Marriage Mother Never Married 
Percent of Child's Life in Poverty 



Mother is a High-School Dropout 


30.83% 


42.71% 


65.29% 


76.08% 


Mother is a High-School Graduate 


7.85 


22.25 


35.59 


57.50 


Mother has a College Degree 


2.15 


9.02 


15.02 


27.95 



Source: National Longitudinal Survey of Youth 



by mothers who are high-school graduates is only 
7.8 percent. 

As the chart shows, a successful intact marriage 
has a far greater impact in reducing poverty than 
does adding four years of college to a mother’s 
education. 0 The poverty rate of never-married 
mothers with college degrees remains more than 
three times greater than the poverty rate of moth- 
ers with high-school degrees and intact marriages. 

Even more telling, when the poverty rate of 
children in intact families whose mothers are high- 
school dropouts is compared to the poverty rate of 
children in never-married families with mothers 
who are college graduates, only a slight difference 
is found. Chart 4 shows that children raised in 
intact marriages by high-school dropouts spend 
31 percent of their lives in poverty On the other 
hand, children of never-married mothers who are 
college graduates, on average, spend a very similar 
28 percent of their lives in poverty 

As Table 1 showed, children raised by never- 
married mothers have high levels of poverty 
regardless of maternal education. Similarly, chil- 
dren raised by mothers who are high-school drop- 
outs have high levels of poverty regardless of 
family structure. The data suggest that an effective 



anti-poverty strategy should encourage women to 
finish high school and become married before hav- 
ing children. By contrast, an anti-poverty strategy 
that focuses exclusively on maternal education and 
is indifferent or hostile to marriage is unlikely to 
be successful. 

MULTIVARIATE ANALYSIS 

In the next step of our analysis, we compare the 
effects of maternal schooling and family structure 
on poverty through two multivariate regression 
models. 

Regression Model One 

The first regression model is shown in Table 
2. The dependent variable is the percent of a 
child’s life spent in poverty. (This is the same mea- 
sure used in Table 1.) The independent variables 
cover both education and family structure. Mater- 
nal education is measured by the number of years 
of schooling completed by the mother. 18 Family 
structure is represented by four dummy variables: 

1. In-wedlock/intact marriage — children born 
inside marriage whose parents have remained 
together and never divorced. 



16. One possible explanation for the relatively high poverty rates of never- married mothers with college degrees is that a large 
portion of these mothers are attending and completing college after having children outside marriage. Determination of 
timing of education of never-married mothers is beyond the scope of this paper but is an interesting point for future 
research. 

17. The statistical model used is a weighted least squares (WLS) regression model that utilizes a “jackknife” procedure to cal- 
culate the regression’s tests of significance. For more on the technical issues surrounding the regression specification, see 
the appendix. 

18. The NLSY contains information on the number of years of schooling completed by an individual. An individual with a 
high-school degree typically would have completed 12 years of school. An individual with a bachelor’s degree would have 
16 years of schooling. A high -school graduate who had finished two years of college would have 14 years of education. 
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Regression Model One 






Dependent Variable: Percent of Child's Life Spent in Poverty 


Effects of Independent Variables* 












Coefficients 


Standard Error 


Beta 


t-test 


$<g* 


(Constant) 


43.229 


2.009 




1 1.451 


0.000 


| Born in Wedlock: Parents 


1 1.091 


0.801 


0.170 


10.404 


0.000 


Subsequently Divorced 












j Out-of-Wedlock: Mother 


25.027 


1.145 


0.267 


10.023 


0.000 


Subsequently Married 












Out-of-Wedlock: Mother 


45.203 


1.287 


0.428 


17.473 


0.000 


Never-Married 












Year of Maternal Schooling 


-2.620 


0.141 


-0.228 


-10.483 


0.000 


Analysis of Variance 












Sum of Squares 


df 


Mean Square 


F 


% 


Regression 


4721374746 


4 


1 1 80343687 


610.332 


0.000 


Residual 


9190076195 


4752 


1933938.593 






Total 


1391 1450941 


4756 








Explanatory Power of Model 






Std. Error of 








R 


R Square 


the Estimate 








0.583 


0.339 


1390.661 






j Note: *Born in wedlock to parents whose marriage 


is still intact is the default condition against which the other 


three family structure variables are compared. 










| Source: National Longitudinal Survey of Youth 











2. In-wedlock/subsequent divorce — children 
born inside marriage whose parents have sub- 
sequently divorced. 

3. Out-of-wedlock/subsequent marriage — chil- 
dren born outside marriage whose mothers 
have subsequently married. 

4. Out-of-wedlock/never married — children 
bom outside of marriage whose mothers have 
never married. 

In the first regression shown in Table 2, in- wed- 
lock/intact marriage is the default condition 
against which the other family structure variables 
are compared. Thus, the analysis shows that, hold- 
ing maternal education constant, a child bom in 
wedlock whose parents have subsequently 
divorced will spend, on average, 11.09 percentage 
points more time in poverty than will a child born 
and raised in an intact marriage. 

The results again confirm that marriage is rela- 
tively more effective than education in alleviating 
child poverty Holding maternal education con- 



stant, the typical child raised by a never-married 
mother spends 45.2 percentage points more time 
in poverty than the typical child born and raised in 
an intact married family By contrast, maternal 
education reduces the duration of child poverty by 
2.6 percentage points per year of schooling. There- 
fore, holding family structure constant, a child 
whose mother has four additional years of school- 
ing (the difference between being a college gradu- 
ate and being a high-school graduate) spends 10.5 
percentage points less time in poverty (2.6 x 4). 

Thus, this analysis indicates that a successful 
intact marriage is more than four times as potent 
in reducing child poverty as is a maternal college 
degree (45.2 percentage points compared to 10.5 
percentage points). 

Regression Model Two 

A second weighted least squares regression 
model is presented in Table 3. The dependent vari- 
able is the same as in Table 2: the percent of a 
child’s life spent in poverty. Maternal education is 
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S Table 3 CDA 02-05 

Regression SViodei Two 

Dependent Variable: Percent of Child's Life Spent in Poverty 



Effects of Independent Variables 





Coefficients 


Standard Error Beta 


t-test 


% 


(Constant) 


56.401 


2.121 




12.662 


0.000 


Percent of Child's Life Spent 
In a Single-Parent Family 


0.323 


0.014 


0.295 


1 1.362 


0.000 


Year of Maternal Schooling 


-3.330 


0.152 


-0.290 


-1 1.294 


0.000 


Analysis of Variance 

Sum of Squares 


df 


Mean Square 


F 


Sig- 


Regression 


2841 193273 


2 


1420596636 


61 1.626 


0.000 


Residual 


1098848 1912 


4731 


2322655.234 






Total 


1 3829675 1 84 


4733 








Explanatory Power of Model 


1 

R 


R Square 


Std. Error of 
the Estimate 








0.453 


0.205 


1 524.026 







Source: National Longitudinal Survey of Youth 



again measured by the number of years of school 
completed by the mother. In this model, however, 
the four family structure dummy variables have 
been replaced by a single continuous variable: the 
percent of a child’s life spent in a single-parent 
home. 

The results are similar to those shown in the 
regression in Table 2. Increasing the amount of 
time a child lives in a single-parent home by 10 
percent will increase the likelihood of child pov- 
erty by 3.2 percentage points. 19 Adding one year 
to a mothers education will reduce the likelihood 
of child poverty by 3.3 percentage points. Accord- 
ing to this analysis, being raised continuously in a 
married two-parent family throughout childhood 
would have roughly twice as much effect in reduc- 
ing poverty as adding five years to a mothers edu- 
cation. 



The regression shows that both marriage and 
maternal education have a role in reducing child 
poverty The more years a child lives in a married 
two-parent family, the less the probability of pov- 
erty; increasing a mother’s education also reduces 
the probability of poverty Overall, an extra year in 
a married two-parent family and an extra year of 
maternal education have roughly similar impacts 
in decreasing child poverty 20 ^ 

CONCLUSION 

Reducing child poverty is an important public 
policy goal. This CDA Report builds on previous 
academic research that showed how child poverty 
would have been significantly lower if marriage 
among women of childbearing age had not 
declined over the past few decades. 21 It also con- 
firms other research that shows that 80 percent of 
poor single-parent families would escape from 
poverty if the single parents were married. 22 



19. The mean age of children in the NLSY sample is 12.6 years. Thus, on average, a 10 percent increase in time spent in a sin- 
gle-parent home would be 1.26 years. 

20. According to the regression, adding a year of maternal education will reduce expected child poverty by 3.3 percentage 
points, while an added year of residence in a married-couple home will reduce poverty by 2.7 percentage points. 
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The current analysis indicates that, operating 
together, both marriage and maternal education 
can play a significant role in reducing child pov- 
erty. The most effective public policy to reduce 
child poverty would encourage young women 
both to complete high school and enter into a 
healthy marriage before they have children. By 
contrast, a policy that focuses on maternal educa- 



tion exclusively and is indifferent or hostile to 
marriage is not likely to be successful. 

— Robert Rector is a Senior Research Fellow ; and 
Kirk A. Johnson, PhD., is a former Senior Policy Ana- 
lyst in the Center for Data Analysis, at The Heritage 
Foundation. 



21. See, for example, Lerman, “The Impact of the Changing U.S. Family Structure on Child Poverty and Income Inequality,” 
and Adam Thomas and Isabel Sawhill, “For Richer or for Poorer: Marriage as an Antipoverty Strategy,” Journal of Policy 
Analysis and Management, forthcoming, at http://www.brook.edu/dybdocroot/wrb/wip/200202.pdf. 

22. Robert Rector, Kirk A. Johnson, and Patrick F. Fagan, “The Effect of Marriage on Child Poverty,” Heritage Foundation Cen- 
ter for Data Analysis Report No. CDA02-04, April 15, 2002, at http://www.heritage.org/library/cda/cda02~04.html, and Wendy 
Sigle-Rushton and Sara McLanahan, “For Richer or Poorer?” Center for Research on Child Well-Being Working Paper No. 
01-17-FF, July 2001, at http://crcw.princeton.edu/workingpapers/WP01-17-FF-Sigle.pdf. 
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Appendix 



In order to evaluate the effects of marriage and 
education on child poverty, data from the National 
Longitudinal Survey of Youth (NLSY) were used. 
The NLSY is a nationally representative sample of 
young people who were between the ages of 14 
and 22 at the end of 1978. Data on this cohort of 
individuals were collected annually from 1979 and 
1994, and then biennially through 2000. The 
NLSY longitudinal sample provides detailed infor- 
mation on social and economic characteristics 
such as marriage, divorce, fertility, income, and 
poverty among Americans throughout the past 
three decades. 

The NLSY has also collected data on children 
born to individuals in the original sample; these 
children represent a good cross-section of children 
bom in the United States within the past three 
decades. Family income data in NLSY allow us to 
determine the number of years these children have 
lived in poverty 

The key outcome or dependent variable exam- 
ined in this CDA Report is the “percentage of time 
in poverty,” i.e., the percentage of a child’s life 
spent in poverty This is calculated by dividing the 
number of years a child has lived in poverty by the 
number of years the child has been alive. Thus, if a 
child is 10 years old and has lived in poverty for 
five years, “the time in poverty” would be 50 per- 
cent. 23 

The first regression model, presented in Table 2, 
is a “jackknifed” weighted least squares regres- 
sion.^ 4 Percentage of time in poverty is the depen- 
dent variable. The three family-status variables for 
the children (in- wedlock/ subsequently divorced, 
out-of-wedlock/subsequently married, and out-of- 
wedlock/never married) are compared against the 



default condition of a child who was bom in wed- 
lock and raised in an always-intact family The 
number of years of schooling of the mother is also 
included as an independent variable to enable the 
effects of marriage and education to be weighed 
independently 

The second regression model, shown in Table 3, 
is a “jackknifed” weighted least squares regression 
as well. The family status variables were replaced 
by an alternative variable: the percent of a child’s 
life spent in a single-parent family The number of 
years of schooling of the mother is again employed 
as the second independent variable. These results 
reveal that the impact on poverty of a 10 percent- 
age point change in the time in a single-parent 
family (roughly 1.3 years in the average 13-year- 
old child) is roughly equivalent to the effect of an 
additional year of schooling for the mother. 

A jackknifed weighted least squares regression 
is used to provide an accurate assessment of the 
statistical significance of the independent vari- 
ables. A jackknifed procedure is necessary because 
of the complex sample design of the NLSY. The 
NLSY did not select the original survey members 
in 1979 on a purely random basis. Rather, the 
framers of the survey wanted a robust sample of 
low-income and minority respondents, so they 
“oversampled” these subpopulations relative to 
others. 25 In order to make sure that their propor- 
tions in the total population remain constant, the 
entire sample must be re-weighted, based on infor- 
mation in the sampling weight. 26 

The weighted least squares regression uses the 
child sampling weight of 1998 in the analysis. 27 
The jackknifed part of the regression model repli- 
cates that weight many times in order to calculate 



23. This analysis selected all NLSY children who were at least two years old in 2000 (or born no later than 1998). The time-in- 
poverty calculations were conducted from the year of birth up until the year the child reaches his or her 17th birthday 

24. For a full description of the theoretical basis of the jackknifed regression model, see Bradley Efron, The Jackknife, the Boot- 
strap, and Other Resampling Plans (Philadelphia: Society for Industrial and Applied Mathematics, 1982), and Jun Shao and 
Dongsheng Tu, The Jackknife and Bootstrap (New York: Springer Verlag, 1995). The purpose of the jackknife is to estimate a 
true sampling error and calculate the most accurate statistics possible, given the complex sampling technique employed by 
the NLSY. 

25. This is a slight oversimplification. The NLSY actually has many such stratifications in the survey, requiring the complex 
modeling techniques used here. 

26. For more information on this type of complex survey design, see Paul S. Levy and Stanley Lemeshow, Sampling of Popula- 
tions: Methods and Applications (New York: Wiley, 1999). 
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the t-test statistics associated with the models 
regression coefficients. WesVar Complex Samples 
3.0 software was used, specifying the BRR (bal- 
anced repeated replication) method to generate 
120 sets of sampling weights (otherwise known as 
replicate weights). Information on the primary 
sampling units and sampling stratifications of the 
NLSY (provided in the original 1979 file) form the 
basis of the replicate weight generation. 



If a researcher did a WLS model without run- 
ning this jackknife procedure, the t-tests reported 
by the standard WLS would be higher than they 
should be because the weights inflate the t-tests. In 
short, the jackknife procedure deflates the t-test 
statistics, making it far less likely that a researcher 
would declare a variable as statistically significant. 
In this analysis, all of the independent variables in 
both jackknifed WLS models are statistically sig- 
nificant at the 1 percent level. 



27. The 1998 child sampling weight was used as opposed to the 2000 weight, for two reasons. First, all children in the survey 
must have been bom by the 1998 calendar year in order to be in the regression. Second, at the time this analysis was com- 
pleted, the 2000 database for the children of the NLSY had not yet been released, although 2000 data for their mothers 
were already available. 
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